Fungi represent one of the most abundant but least known groups of organisms on the planet. The number of species can be more than an order of magnitude greater than other conspicuous multi-celled organisms. Britain, with 50 or so species of butterfly and 400 species of birds is estimated to be home to around 12,000 species of fungi. The range of species and their environmental and other significance is only slowly being fully realised.
One of the problems is that many species lack a common name so that their presence or absence in particular situations goes unnoticed. In many countries, edible species carry common names and are actively sought by collectors. Their activities ensure that species are monitored and any changes in abundance do not go unobserved.
But Britain has no tradition of collecting fungi beyond a single field mushroom species, in spite of the abundance of other edible species.The lack of a name is not confined to rare, obscure or microscopic fungi; many groups with large, colourful fruiting bodies have no name other than the Linnaean Latin one given to them by keen mycologists over the years.
But a new project, backed by the British Mycological Society, has, over several years, come up with a list of English names for more than 1,000 species of the most commonly recorded fungi. The society first tackled the issue in the 1960s with the production of a list of 200 names for fungi, over half of which are still in use today. The new list includes both edible and poisonous species, as well as those of conservation concern.
The hope is that the new names will help people who find the Latin names off-putting to spot fungi. But in a nod to Linnaeus, each genus has a suggested common second English name so that, for example, all the Russula species are called Xxx Brittlegill. Exceptions are those species where a common name is now in common use. The society hopes the new common names will help raise awareness of this important group of organisms. And it surely has had fun introducing words such as 'disco', 'caterpillarclub', 'jellybaby' and 'woodwax' into the fungal vocabulary.
Naming game: Fruiting bodies of the fungus Russula fellea, now known as the Geranium Brittlegill. (Photograph: Oxford Scientific Films.)
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